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Reconciliation 
(A Love Story Forged Against the Odds?) 
 
Heartland is a thirteen episode, fifteen hour miniseries starring Aboriginal actor Ernie 
Dingo.  It was produced by and broadcast on the Australian Broadcasting Corporation in 
1994. Ross Warneke in the daily Melbourne newspaper the Age, headlines his review of 
the series ‘Worthy “Heartland” must also be good television’.  He goes on to worry that 
the program is likely to be too ‘worthy’ and informed by ‘political correctness’. ‘This is 
an important and worthy series.  Not before time, it puts Aborigines and some elements 
of their culture at centre stage …’1.  A similar approach is taken by Sue Turnbull and 
Rick Thompson in their review, where they suggest that they tried to force themselves to 
watch the program, but gave up and (guiltily) watched an American show on another 
channel2.  Both of these articles place Heartland within a strong tradition of television 
programs and films representing indigeneity in Australia. Such texts are often seen to be 
worthy, serious, important; they demand spectatorship which is committed, socially 
aware and dutiful.   
They are not about entertainment or pleasure. 
Aboriginal representation in Australia – indeed, Aboriginality in the public sphere more 
generally – is often offered for consumption in such a way.  It is presented as duty, as burden 
– and as guilt. Christos Tsiolkas notes that: 'Aboriginality in Australian film has been largely 
defined within the documentary and the social realist genres'3 (Tsiolkas, 1994: 22).  
Indigeneity4 in the Australian mediasphere5 has been placed in genres such as these, rather 
than in those which claim to entertain.  Indigeneity has been offered as something about 
which people should be informed - as a kind of civic duty.   
Recent moves in the Australian public sphere have emphasised the links between 
indigeneity and guilt; and in very unpleasant ways.  After the report in 1997 of the 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission report into the forcible removal of 
indigenous children from their families, Prime Minister John Howard refused to make an 
apology to indigenous people (as the report recommended), on the grounds that 
contemporary Australians had no need to feel guilt for the acts of their ancestors.  This 
debate disseminated throughout the Australian public sphere, and became a general call 
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from many nonindigenous Australians to be freed from the demand to feel guilt about 
indigenous issues. 
The irony is that no such demand is being made of nonindigenous Australians.  There is 
indeed a call to acknowledge the events of Australian history6.  However, the conversion 
of this into a demand to be guilty is made not by advocates for indigenous rights in 
Australia, but by right wing politicians who wish to insists that history should not be 
acknowledged (John Howard specifically came out in 1997 against what he termed 
‘Black Armband history’).  The rhetorical move by which calls for an awareness of  
history are made to seem like demands for guilt are easily made in the contemporary 
Australian public sphere.  Such an articulation seems to make sense, for indigeneity has 
traditionally been associated with the ‘worthy’, with ‘duty’ - and thus, with guilt.  Media 
representations continue to carry these associations – they should be watched, although 
they may not offer pleasure in watching.  
However, it seems to me that in the case of Heartland, Warneke, Turnbull and Thompson 
are bringing these structures of interpretation to bear on a program which simply does not 
require it.  For Heartland as a series – and, in particular, as a series starring Ernie Dingo 
– does not demand such responses.  Dingo, in fact, offers a quite different form of 
Aboriginality in the Australian public sphere – and one whose distinctiveness is well 
worth exploring. 
 
Ernie Dingo is … 
Ernie Dingo is probably the best known Aboriginal actor in Australia today.  Indeed, he 
may well vie with Cathy Freeman for the title of best known Aboriginal person in the 
continent.  The actor’s output is prodigious.  At one point in mid-1994, Dingo was 
appearing regularly three times a week on Australian television: starring in the ABC’s 
detective mini-series, Heartland; presenting a lifestyle/travel show, The Great Outdoors7; 
and appearing in repeats of the children’s drama series Dolphin Cove8 .   
Dingo originally appeared on television as a comedian, working as a regular member of 
the comedy-sketch program Fast Forward9. He appears in other children’s programs than 
Dolphin Cove: A Waltz Through the Hills10 is a series about a brother and sister who go 
cross country when their mother dies, and Dingo plays the bushie who looks after them; 
Clowning Around and Clowning Around 211 present him as a friend of the central (white) 
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child, this time a boy wanting to learn circus skills; on Dolphin Cove, Dingo is a friend of 
a (nonindigenous) family.  The actor has also made guest appearances in GP, as an 
Aboriginal doctor confused about his cultural identity12; The Flying Doctors, as an 
Aboriginal father caught in a cultural clash over the medicines of different races13; 
Heartbreak High14, as a media studies teacher and basketball coach.  He has further 
appeared in Relative Merits15 ; Cowra Breakout16; No Sugar17 ; Dirtwater Dynasty18 ; 
Dreaming of Lords19; Archer20; Off the Dish21; Rafferty’s Rules22; Joe Wilson23; The 
Saint in Australia24; and Dearest Enemy25.  He has played roles in feature films such as 
The Fringe Dwellers, Crocodile Dundee II, Tudawali, Until the End of the World, Blue 
Lightning and Cappuccino.  He appears as himself on a variety of entertainment 
programs: on the Ray Martin Show, Dingo performs as a comic, playing a vacuum 
cleaner as a didgeridoo; in Vetta pasta ads, he again plays himself as a comedian, 
mocking bush tucker; he appears in his own special profile on 60 Minutes  — ‘The wit 
and wisdom of Ernie Dingo’.  He is on the 1995 Logie Awards, a range of Channel Seven 
promos, television coverage of the AFL Football match between the West Coast Eagles 
and the Melbourne Demons26. He has appeared on Celebrity Wheel of Fortune, been 
interviewed on Mulray, chatted, on TVTV, about his work.  The name and the image of 
Ernie Dingo are well-known currency. 
In contextual discourses, Heartland is explicitly authored as an Ernie Dingo program: 
Heartland is well named.  It comes from the heart.  Ernie’s heart.  Much of it is 
his story.  Sequences like this one, being pulled over because you’re black, 
happened to him in real life27. 
It is unsurprising that this would be the case – Dingo is the star of Heartland.  And 
although, within film studies, auteur theory has traditionally assigned status of author to 
directors, the actors of television programs and (particularly) films are often granted such 
a central status in contemporary discourses.  As John Caughie has noted in his discussion 
of auteur theory, various roles which might be invoked in explorations of authorship — 
as well as the director, these include ‘the actor, the designer’28.  In everyday discourses of 
cinema, actors are often, in a common-sense way, constructed as the authors of film: 
Cliffhanger is a Sylvester Stallone film; I Love Trouble a Julia Roberts film.  These 
attributions are unsurprising and seemingly make sense.  For examples of reading films 
through their stars, see Alexander Walker on Bette Davies29; and Charles Affron on Greta 
Garbo30.   
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For Richard Dyer, the use of actors as ‘auteur’ figures who structure the meaning of texts 
is an example of the way in which the ‘structured polysemy’ of these films and television 
programs is tied down to ‘stabilise audience response’.  Stars help provide the limits of 
interpretation, through the ‘always-already-signifying nature of star images’31.  Evidence 
brought to bear on a film from other texts and intertexts in which an actor’s image is 
formed, help to limit the possible interpretations of a polysemic text.   
Ernie Dingo’s star image is an important part of the contemporary Australian 
mediasphere.  In considering Heartland, and possible responses to it (including the guilt-
wracked sense of being forced to endure something ‘worthy’ evinced by the reviewers 
mentioned at the start of this article), Dingo’s proclaimed status as the centre of the text 
must be addressed.  For Dingo’s image is a powerful one. 
Dingo’s image anchors the meaning of Heartland in various ways.  His presence offers 
the text a sense of ‘authenticity’, a contribution which Dyer suggests is common in many 
‘star’ images. Because images are composed as much of texts purporting to represent the 
‘real’ actor (eg, magazine interviews) as of those filmic texts in which characters are 
portrayed, that image comes to stand as more real than the characters in avowedly 
fictional texts.  If the two coincide, it can be read as a validation of authenticity for the 
fictional character.  And so, when Ernie Dingo’s character refers to an aspect of 
Aboriginal experience — living in a country town in Heartbreak High, dealing with 
racism in Heartland — the ‘reality’ of the celebrity guarantees the ‘authentic’ 
experience. 
Beyond such general assertions however, there is a continuity to Ernie Dingo’s many 
television appearances which suggests the outline of his celebrity image.  In Dolphin 
Cove, Heartland, Heartbreak High – even, and especially, on the travel show The Great 
Outdoors which he still hosts, ‘Ernie Dingo’ means – a certain kind of indigeneity. 
The parameters of Dingo’s celebrity image can best be suggested in a series of terms, 
closely imbricated: authenticity; naturalness; affability; niceness; non-aggressiveness; 
availability; accessibility; reconciliation; humour; common sense.  In picking through the 
texts which contribute to this image, it becomes obvious that the ‘real’ Dingo revealed in 
contextual material is involved in a specific relationship with both Aboriginal and settler 
cultures; and his image signifies this relationship very strongly.   
The importance of this celebrity image, and the ways it offers of interpreting the 
programs – such as Heartland – in which he appears – cannot be strongly enough 
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emphasised in any attempt to understand the contemporary Australian public sphere.  In 
1998, indigenous issues continue to be vital to any understanding of Australia’s public 
sphere, and national identity.  The Howard government’s response to the Human Rights 
and Equal Opportunity’s Inquiry into the forcible removal of indigenous children; and the 
threat of a so-called ‘Race election’ in 1998, if the Government’s changes to the land 
rights ‘Wik’ legislation, have ensured that debates about indigenous Australians, and the 
ways in which Australia deals with indigeneity, remain highly visible.  The contribution 
of Dingo’s star image to the public sphere must be understood in this context. 
 
Reconciliation 
The Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation is the name given to the multi-party 
and cross-cultural group of Australians who responded to the Australian 
Parliament’s invitation and offer of a unique challenge to establish a process of 
reconciliation.  This process would help to heal the wounds of our past and build 
the foundations upon which the rights and affairs of indigenous Australians may 
be dealt with in a manner that gives respect and pride to all of us as Australians32 
The Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation was established by the Council for Aboriginal 
Reconciliation Act 1991, and represents the recognition by the then Labour Government 
of the importance of symbolic politics.  As Patrick Dodson suggests, writing in 1994, 
‘Reconciliation is now firmly entrenched in the public mind and on the political agenda’.  
The specific practicalities of what the term might mean vary according to particular 
writers: but the broad sweep of the term’s meaning in public discourse can be 
characterised as the search for: ‘A united Australia which respects this land of ours, 
values Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander heritage, and provides justice and equality 
for all’33. In the context of such a public climate, the importance of Dingo’s image was 
his ability to provide a body onto which such reconciliation could be imaged; in Dingo, 
reconciliation could be seen. 
Writing this as a historical piece, it is with an inescapable sense of loss that a paragraph 
such as the previous one must be written.  Since the election of John Howard’s coalition 
Liberal/National Government in 1997, the process of reconciliation has been largely 
refused.  Funding to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Council was slashed in 
1997.  Indigenous people are continually constructed as ‘them’, against whom ‘we’ 
Reconciliation   page 7 
ordinary Australians must fight.  Patrick Dodson resigned from the Reconciliation 
Council in 1997, unable to continue working in such a political climate. 
And yet, the term remains; and Dingo remains as an important part of it, with a star 
image which informs those texts in which he appears, and which forms an important part 
of public discourse about this political thing called reconciliation. 
 
Reconciling cultures 
As I have suggested in another article, current discourses of indigeneity invoke a 
suspicion that those indigenous people who have been successful in white industries such 
as the media are not authentically indigenous34.  This belief relies on the understanding 
that indigeneity and white culture are incompatible.  For an Aboriginal person to have 
succeeded in, or to be adept at living with, white culture, must involve being tainted by it.  
Dingo’s star image insists that this is not the case.  His claims to ‘authenticity’ prove 
particularly fascinating to television programs, and are often revisited.  For example, his 
‘tribal name’ is invoked (‘Oondamaroo’, in Mulray, and Sixty Minutes).  He was born on 
‘Bullardoo cattle station’35, and: 
[m]y mother was a cook on the cattle station and my grandmother delivered me 
and my aunty was the midwife.  The closest hospital was about two hours away, 
and it was easier to have me on the job!36 
His ‘tribe’ is named — ‘Wudjadi’ — and ‘Dingo strives to keep his identity as a member 
of the Wudjadi tribe’37. His surname proves a constantly fascinating item.  It is almost too 
perfect, a simulacrum of Aboriginality, again suggesting that Dingo is just playing the 
role of the blackfella.  But no, the articles insist, it is authentic: 
Dingo inherited his surname from his grandfather, Jimmy, who worked with dogs.  
The white people could not pronounce his Aboriginal name so they called him 
Jimmy with the dingoes, which eventually became Jimmy Dingo38. 
If this were as far as Dingo’s image went, it would be similar to that of many other 
Aboriginal actors — David Gulpilil, David Ngoombujarra, Robert Tudawali have all 
been the subjects of images which constructed them as being in touch with authentic 
Aboriginal culture.  But Dingo’s image is differentiated from these others.  While 
asserting all the time his authentic indigeneity, contextual discourses simultaneously 
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insist upon Dingo’s ability to live in nonindigenous society. Indeed, perhaps the most 
important element in Dingo’s image is his figure as a fully-functional cross-cultural 
personality.  Partly, this ability to cope with both indigenous and nonindigenous cultures 
is present in the knowing distance which is often placed between Dingo and the 
traditional indigenous culture he is at other times taken to embody.  As the Sixty Minutes 
interview makes clear, a central part of Dingo’s star image, taken from his role in Dundee 
II, is ‘that wink’.  That wink — when Dingo says, in all seriousness, that his Aboriginal 
compatriot wants to eat the bad guys; and then gives the heroine a wink that only she can 
see, to imply that he is joking — places Dingo outside of a mythical and inarticulate 
Aboriginal culture.  The actor’s adverts for Vetta pasta, and appearance on Mulray — 
both of which denigrate bush tucker — work in a similar function.  ‘I wouldn’t eat it’, he 
says of the baked goanna he has just described to the host of the chat show.  Comedy thus 
distances Dingo: he may be a representative of Aboriginal culture, but he can also step 
outside it, in order to view it from a white perspective. 
Apart from this comic distance, Dingo’s ability to live successfully across cultures is an 
aspect of his celebrity image which is present in much of the writing that surrounds him.  
For example, Stuart Freeman, the assistant director on Heartland, states in an interview 
that: 
He’s a remarkable person in that he has managed to assimilate to the white man’s 
way, but he has not moved one iota from his Aboriginal background and 
upbringing39. 
Of course, this success in nonindigenous society also makes it necessary to reiterate at all 
times his authenticity.  Sally Dingo states that: 
Dingo is not the sophisticated black guy living in a white man’s world that people 
think.  He plays the game, but he’s still black as black40 . 
The cultures are constantly played off each other, in a way that is quite specific to 
Dingo’s image: 
He is as much at home in the Aboriginal tent embassy currently occupying the 
site of Mrs Macquarie’s chair in Sydney as he is in New York, the bush, and a 
film studio...He is an activist and an actor, a man who knows his Dreaming, or 
traditional history, and he knows white culture, be it Coca Cola, Bollinger, or his 
neat black Reeboks41. 
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In short, as one journalist puts it, Dingo walks a ‘tightrope ... between two cultures’42.  
According to the materials which present the ‘real’ Ernie Dingo, he is managing to walk 
that tightrope most successfully.  As the voice-over states in Sixty Minutes, ‘Ernie Dingo 
is one of the rarest of Australian species — a black man who has succeeded in white 
man’s society’.   
Dingo’s amphibious ability to survive so well across culture is neatly illustrated in his 
clothing.  As common sense would suggest, and as Richard Dyer has written, clothes 
signify more than simply the ability to keep warm:    
... clothes are major signifiers of power ... When the West is in the ascendant, 
other nations dress in Western clothes; but when the relations of power shift, the 
leaders of non-Western nations can wear their national clothes43. 
Bearing in mind, then, that clothes can stand metonymically for cultures, it is important 
that Dingo seems able to live comfortably with either.  When appearing as ‘himself’, 
dressing as Ernie Dingo, he wears a variety of Western clothes, often favouring the 
intense formality of suit and tie (Mulray, Sixty Minutes, Celebrity Wheel of Fortune). Yet 
he also wears clothing that is coded ‘Aboriginal’ (Sixty Minutes, Dundee II).  To see him 
working in either of these codes of dress is not unusual. 
His success in sustaining an image which retains ‘Aboriginality’, while making it 
functional within white culture, has lead to Dingo’s association with discourses redolent 
of reconciliation: ‘He’s looking forward to the day when white and black will stand 
together’44, for example.  Sixty Minutes refers to Dingo’s desire to: ‘communicate the 
rich heritage of Aboriginal life — to all Australians’.  Similarly, on Mulray, when the 
host asks if Dingo thinks Australians are racist, Dingo replies that all Australians are 
racist.  When Mulray, looking as though he has hit on a clever reply, asks, ‘Does that 
include black Australians?’, Dingo looks at him as though he has just missed the point, 
and says, ‘Of course — we’re Australians too’.   
The image constructed for Dingo, accepted as successful within Aboriginal and settler 
cultures, means that as a symbol for reconciliation, he is ‘a good example to both black 
and white’ — as a viewer’s letter says, commenting on the Sixty Minutes report45.  
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Ernie Dingo is nice 
But more than this, Dingo’s image promotes a particular kind of reconciliatory discourse. 
He is a non-aggressive figure; he is not threatening; he is available, and ordinary.  In 
short, Ernie Dingo is nice. 
Dingo has a ‘delightful, natural talent ... a man at peace with himself and the 
environment’ says Frank Arnold, director of Waltz Through the Hills46.  His niceness is 
linked to his naturalness and his ordinariness.  Ernie Dingo describes the producers of 
Crocodile Dundee II as ‘just a couple of very ordinary blokes’47, and this vocabulary 
seems appropriate to him. 
It is impossible to believe he aspires to the glamorous life.  ‘I prefer to sit around 
with my family, having nieces and nephews climbing all over me.  I wouldn’t 
know how to be a celebrity’48. 
This image of ordinariness extends into an associated discourse of common sense.  Lisa 
Amor presents Dingo’s theories on improving race relations: ‘His idea is that 
understanding could be developed by the simple exercise of Australians meeting one 
another’49. 
Another potent contributing factor to Dingo’s ordinariness is his availability.  He is not a 
threatening figure, despite his international film success.  This is in part due to the actor’s 
constant, banal television appearances.  Dingo’s image is, almost literally, everyday.  He 
is not just a film ‘star’/actor.  He is also a television celebrity, who appears on travel 
shows, on game shows, on television adverts, government announcements, 
documentaries, and children’s programs.  This last group of shows especially — 
appearances on Clowning Around I and II, Waltz Through the Hills, Dolphin Cove — 
contributes to the general niceness of the man’s image. 
Ernie Dingo was unhappy with his appearances on the comedy sketch show Fast 
Forward, finding the program too aggressive:  ‘If you keep throwing shit at other people 
like some shows do, then sooner or later some of it is going to blow back at you’50.  He: 
‘doesn’t see much value in being cruel and unkind’  ‘There’s enough animosity in the 
world without that crap’, he says51;.  Dingo’s smile also contributes to this part of his 
image.  It is explicitly noted in the texts which construct his celebrity image — his 
‘infectious smile’ (Sixty Minutes); ‘a smile that takes over his face’52 — and is much in 
evidence in televisual texts.  In Mulray, Sixty Minutes, The Great Outdoors, Wheel of 
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Fortune, Dingo will rarely finish a sentence without breaking into a smile and making 
some sort of joke.  The media studies teacher he plays in Heartbreak High appears at first 
much more serious: he does not smile.  However, the image of Ernie Dingo still does not 
allow this strange new teacher to be truly threatening; and after a series of difficulties 
about this character’s provenance have been worked out, he does indeed begin to smile 
more easily, forming a camaraderie with one of the pupils.  Initially rather severe, the 
character quickly becomes more approachable.  This seems to make perfect sense.  It is, 
after all, Ernie Dingo. 
 
Nice politics 
Dingo’s common sense and lack of aggressiveness means that politics (in the sense of 
traditional, party politics) has not been a central focus in the construction of his celebrity 
image.  It is true that part of the honesty and authenticity that comprises Dingo’s image is 
that he does not deny the reality of racism, or the need to challenge it.  But compared to 
an image like that of Gary Foley, for example53, Dingo does not signify these political 
concerns in such a way:  ‘I try not to be political, but I can’t get away from the fact of my 
Aboriginality’54.  The actor: ‘has been criticised by some factors of the Aboriginal 
movement for not being militant enough’55.  This aspect of Dingo’s image is perhaps best 
characterised by absence: that while contextual materials present him talking about 
specific instances of racism, more general political anger is less present.  In Mulray a 
Saturday night variety/entertainment show, Dingo is given the chance to address black 
deaths in custody.  He refuses the opportunity, looking uncomfortable and refusing to be 
drawn.  This is a typical part of his image.  Again, the common sense of Dingo, his idea 
that racism will be overcome through the ‘simple exercise of Australians meeting each 
other’56 presents a non-politics, a non-racism that is a part of his image much more than 
is explicit commentary on land rights. 
Part of Dingo’s non-aggressiveness, and the fact that he can address racial prejudice in 
Australia without his image taking on overtones of didacticism or high-handedness, 
comes from his humour.  This is perhaps the single most important part of Dingo’s 
image.  He is a comedian.  That is how he was first known; it has been an important part 
of many of his acting roles; it is emphasised in most articles about him, and in all 
histories of his career (he is, as the Western Daily Mail headlines it, a ‘Black 
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Humorist’57).  His humour interacts with all other aspects of his celebrity image, and 
colours every comment that Dingo makes in his own voice. 
A typical example of the implementation of humour in the formation of ‘Ernie Dingo’ 
relates to the Bicentennial.  Talking about an event that inspires much Aboriginal anger, 
Dingo voices concerns; but makes them palatable by joking rather than attacking: 
What are we doing celebrating 200 years of penal settlement?  You could be hard 
up for a drink, that could be one excuse58 
His humour keeps him from being perceived as militant; it reinforces an image of him as 
down to earth, nice, normal.  More generally, it creates a non-aggressive Aboriginality: 
Aboriginal humour is basically untapped.  We laugh at nearly everything: 
everything is basically a laugh.  We have moments of seriousness, but basically 
an Aboriginal lifestyle is full of humour ...59 
What we [Aborigines] are all about is laughing at ourselves, and it’s all we’ve ever 
done60. 
This humorous character has particular implications for Dingo’s comments which are 
made in a serious mode. For ‘humorous’ is not an antonym of ‘serious’ (although it may 
be of ‘solemn’61), and Dingo is well able to talk about serious issues that relate to 
indigenous experience.  Amor’s article, ‘The Dingo Manifesto’, for example, presents his 
feelings on the Bicentennial, showing him to be perfectly capable of addressing such 
important issues intelligently. Dingo’s image is not a solemn one.  The actor can well 
raise serious issues: but in doing this, he usually removes any sense of confrontation by 
simultaneously invoking humour.  But that humour need not destroy his seriousness.  For 
instance, appearing on Sixty Minutes, Dingo interrogates the interviewer with a revealing 
catechism: 
Dingo:  We’re a multicultural country, aren’t we?  How do you say yes in 
French? 
Interviewer:  Oui. 
Dingo:  How do you say yes in German? 
Interviewer:  Jah 
Dingo:  How do you say yes in Spanish? 
Interviewer:  Si. 
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Dingo:  How do you say yes in any one of the 3500 Aboriginal dialects of 
Australia? 
Interviewer:  You’ve got me there62. 
In this exchange, Dingo makes a serious point; but in doing it as a game, and with a 
smile, and with timing that allows what he says to be (almost) funny, it is presented as 
not didactic.  Rather, it is surprising; and it seems to be common sense. 
Similarly, in Mulray, when the interviewer suddenly switches the tone of the interview to 
ask about black deaths in custody, the seriousness of the topic is matched by the 
solemnity in Mulray’s tone.  However, Dingo’s performance rejects this.  He 
immediately looks awkward. Leaving a noticeable gap, he looks around him, and he says 
that he does not know why this is the case.  He rejects the attempt to make a didactic, 
unfunny statement, preferring to make an attempt to control the tone of the interview, to 
keep it generically suitable.  Again, fielding another, equally well-meaning, equally 
concerned, equally portentous question on Sixty Minutes, Dingo’s performance signifies 
discomfort.  ‘What is the importance of what you’ve done ... for your people?’, asks the 
interviewer.  Dingo looks away; laughs; says, ‘That’s not fair, you didn’t tell me you 
were going to ask that one’; thinks about it; finally, makes a half joke: says that he has 
‘brought a bit of colour into Australian life — if you’ll pardon the pun’.   
In this refusal of didactic, broad, political and solemn discourses, Dingo’s humour is 
often brought into play; and his status as affable, normal, ordinary and down-to-earth, is 
reinforced.  As I suggested above, the dominant tone of Aboriginal representation in 
Australia has been precisely didactic, guilt-inducing, moralising, self-righteous.  Some 
writers explicitly acknowledge the fact that this acts as a turn-off for a white viewer 
unwilling to face another dose of guilt. And indeed, for the reviewers of Heartland who 
opened the article, it was impossible to get past such a reaction – even when the text in 
question does not, itself, demand it. 
 
Dingo’s Heartland 
Which brings us back to Heartland, and an example of how the star image of Ernie 
Dingo might function in relation to a particular text in which he appears.   
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Heartland is a fifteen-hour epic mini-series, centred on the character of Vincent Burunga 
- a police liaison officer (Dingo).  It investigates his love life, his background, his 
community, and a murder he investigates.  It is one of the most significant 
representations of Aboriginality ever produced in Australia.  In terms of sheer bulk, for 
example, an extra thirteen hours of television centering on an Aboriginal character is an 
impressive contribution to Australian media history.  The range of characters, the number 
of locations, and the scope of different situations in which the leads find themselves all 
work powerfully against the force of representativeness63.  The facts that some episodes 
are written by Aboriginal writers (Dingo co-writes one episode); and that Aboriginal 
people are involved in training for key creative positions (The Fringe Dwellers’ Kristina 
Nehm is an assistant directors on later episodes) also contribute to the importance of the 
program. 
As a fifteen-hour long representation of indigeneity, Heartland is complex.  It does not 
revolve around any single incident; and although there is one hermeneutic drive which is 
sustained from the first to the last episodes (investigation of a murder), it is not constantly 
present or foregrounded.  In such a vast text, interpretation is not a simple process.  As is 
the case with soap operas, it is not expected that each viewer will even have the same 
experience of the text; much less provide identical readings of the series.  Generically, it 
is recognisable as an extended mini-series, a form which has flourished in Australia over 
the past two decades64.  And in this massive, polyvalent sweep of text, specific aspects of 
the ‘Dingo’ image outlined above promote particular interpretive approaches.  Philippa 
Hawker describes the general sweep of the series, noting: ‘the difficulty the apparently 
poised Vincent faces in negotiating between two cultures’65.  This difficulty in 
negotiating indigneous and nonindigenous cultures is a recurring theme in the program.  
Throughout the thirteen episodes, the presence of ‘two laws’ is often asserted — as, for 
example, in the last episode, when a character Alf (Bob Maza) states that Ricky has been 
found innocent under white law, but still faces payback under blackfella law.  As the 
central character, a police liaison officer, Vince must constantly try to balance these 
cultural demands.  In situations such as that in his hometown, when he faces payback 
himself, Vince must make sense of, and live within, what appear to be mutually exclusive 
demands on his sense of the law.  Similarly, when the local Aboriginal community riots 
and attacks the police station, Vince is placed in a situation which dramatises his 
position: does he leave the protection of the white building and face the mob?  Or is he 
part of that mob?  Most often he seems to fully belong to neither group, rather being 
excluded from each by his knowledge of the other. 
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Heartland is also, insistently, a love story. The promotional campaign that accompanied 
the launch of the series presents this as in fact the most important aspect of the program.  
The advert shows actress Cate Blanchett (who plays the character Beth, Dingo’s love 
interest), with her head leaning against Dingo’s chest.  The caption runs: ‘A LOVE 
STORY FORGED AGAINST THE ODDS’.  The romance element is foregrounded as 
the central element of the series.  Compared to this, the murder which forms another 
primary hermeneutic drive is relegated to a poor second place in the publicity material: a 
subtitle which is entirely separate from the main picture, stating ‘A Murder.  A Mystery’.  
Even then, the focus on the romance remains: ‘Two Hearts Drawn Forever Closer.  Two 
Lives Changed Forever’66 (anon, Heartland, 1994) 
It is in his relationship with Beth that the greatest difficulties in living across cultures are 
shown.  For example, after Vince has gone back to Beth’s home in Sydney and met her 
friends, he is uncomfortable and tries to end the relationship.  After he has been involved 
in an incident with the police which reinforces the difficulty he will face trying to live in 
white culture (a policewoman pulls him over because he is Aboriginal and has a nice 
car), Vince and Beth have an argument: 
Vince: ‘I watched you in that house.  With those people.  You fitted right in’ 
Beth: ‘Yes.  Like you did in Western Australia’. 
Vince: ‘That was different’ 
Beth: ‘How?  Look, I’m sorry if you felt left out.  I’m sorry if I hurt you.  I made 
an effort to get on with your people.  So don’t you go making me feel 
guilty for staying with my friends when you wouldn’t even talk to them 
...’   
(Heartland, episode 11) 
In this program, then, the fact of living two cultures is made to seem difficult, dangerous 
and dramatic.  It is a violent, physical issue, an issue which involves rioting mobs and 
thrown stones, a possible payback spearing.  It is a fatal issue and one which has no easy 
resolutions.  Can the Aboriginal man live in both cultures and survive? 
In the series, discourses of both success and failure abound.  Bob Maza, a well-known 
actor whose image might be characterised as one of respectability, plays Alf, an 
Aboriginal elder.  This character criticises Vince’s attempts to live across cultures, telling 
him on several occasions that he cannot live both white and black; that he must be true to 
his own black culture and roots.  A strong character, one admired by others in the 
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program’s Aboriginal communities, he insists that successful cross-cultural living is not 
in fact possible. 
But Vincent is, visibly, Ernie Dingo.   
As well as being a policeman facing the difficulties of cross-cultural life on Thursday 
night’s television, Ernie Dingo is also a happily middle-class traveller on The Great 
Outdoors on Fridays; and a friendly Aboriginal man bringing a bit of native culture to a 
white family on Sunday afternoons (Dolphin Cove).  As noted above, intertexts which 
address Dingo’s cross-cultural ‘tightrope’ claim that he manages to live comfortably in 
white society, while remaining authentically indigenous.  Dingo himself stands as living 
testimony to the fact that the problem Vince faces can be overcome.  Can an indigenous 
man live across cultures?  demands Heartland, dramatising the issue as a crisis.  And 
simultaneously, the question posed by the narrative is answered by the celebrity image: to 
a watching viewer who knows Ernie Dingo, the angst of an indigenous man unable to 
cope with life across cultures is answered by a similar knowledge of an actor whose 
ability to cope in a white media while simultaneously maintaining contacts with his 
Aboriginal culture are widely publicised as unproblematic.  This aspect of Dingo’s image 
may well prove relevant in setting horizons on the interpretations which will be made of 
Heartland’s central problematic. 
As Warneke points out, ‘Among the [program’s] most important facets is its romantic 
pairing of a black man and a white woman: I cannot recall that happening before’67.  This 
is indeed the case.  In the history of Australian fictional representation of indigeneity, it is 
true that to see an Aboriginal man with a white woman is spectacularly uncommon.  In 
the tele-biography Rose Against the Odds68, Lionel Rose kisses his white girlfriend, but it 
is not a major plot point.  Apart from this, examples are so scarce as to be non-existent.  
That forty years after the ‘breakthrough’ representation of indigeneity in Jedda, this can 
still be the case, is an extremely telling comment on the representation of Aboriginal 
masculinity in Australia. 
The relationship — as is the norm in romantic relationships that must remain fraught for 
the thirteen weeks of a mini-series — proves difficult.  The cultural differences between 
the two protagonists provide a central problem.  In the last episode, these issues are still 
not fully resolved.  Even after thirteen weeks of working at the problems of 
non/indigenous  romance, the couple have still not managed to work out if such a 
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relationship is in fact possible.  Vince refuses Beth’s offer to help him out with his 
problems: 
Vince: ‘It’s men’s business’ 
Beth: ‘Don’t hide behind that.  Look, I have spent months trying to see the world 
your way — not to give offence, to make allowances — but it can’t all be 
a one way street.  That’s not my way’. 
Vince: ‘It’s the only way I know’ (Heartland episode thirteen) 
Some of the intertextual advertising material, then, suggests that this central relationship 
is to be read seriously as a socially important representation of cultural tension69.  But 
while Vince and Beth struggle on screen with their relationship — will they, won’t they?  
will it last?  can they cope with each other’s cultures and different family situations? — 
Ernie Dingo again provides a notably relevant intertext.  He himself stands as an example 
of cross-cultural relationships that succeed.   
Dingo’s wife, Sally, is a familiar component of his more recent celebrity image; and the 
fact of their different cultures is often presented as relevant to an understanding of Dingo.  
Sally’s fullest manifestation appears in Sixty Minutes, where she is interviewed on screen.  
The occasion is a Dingo family get-together.  The interviewer approaches Sally and 
points out that ‘apart from us, you’re the only white person here’.  The camera pans 
around a group of Aboriginal faces to reinforce the point.  She responds, ‘I hadn’t even 
noticed that until you pointed it out just now’.  The image constructed is of a happy 
family, one where race is irrelevant.  The program, despite being investigative 
journalism, does not feel any need to contradict this image with revealing footage 
showing that in fact the Dingo’s do suffer from culture-clash.  It is content rather to leave 
the image of Sally Dingo as happily integrated into the indigenous family.  Yes, she says, 
it was a bit strange at first — but now it feels completely natural.   
Sally also appears in a photograph accompanying the piece on Dingo by Linda Van 
Nunen, his wife’s (blonde) head leaning against Dingo’s chest in position similar to that 
of Beth’s in the Heartland advert.  The actor’s wife is also present in that text of that 
piece:  
...they met when Sally, a former advertising manager for the Ten Network, gave 
him a lift to a charity concert she’d organised, which he was to compere...Dingo 
says he doesn’t socialise much, preferring to spend time with Sally.  ‘I depend on 
her a lot’, he says.  ‘You need to have an escape, and my wife is my escape.  We 
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laugh a lot, and are educating each other, and that’s the fun thing about it.  I don’t 
worry about where the next job’s coming from.  The main thing I worry about is 
making sure Sal’s happy.  If she’s happy then I’m happy’70. 
The Sixty Minutes scene of white wife comfortable and happy with Aboriginal family 
constructs an image of Ernie Dingo’s personal life which is open for use in making 
meaning of Heartland.  In the program, Beth’s attempts to fit into the indigenous 
community are fraught with difficulties on both sides.  She does not, it is made clear, fit 
in.  She is seen as patronising;  the Aboriginal people reject her (see, for example, the 
anger occasioned by her well-meaning advances at the funeral). 
However, the marriage to Sally Dingo, working as part of Dingo’s celebrity image, 
makes clear that Vince’s (Dingo’s) relationship with a white woman in Heartland is not, 
in fact, doomed.  Despite the program’s suggestion that such a relationship will be a site 
of crisis, charged with excitement and difficulty, and may indeed finally prove 
irresolvable; despite all of this, the program can easily be read in quite other directions if 
the image of Ernie Dingo as a family man — with a banal, jolly, cross-cultural family life 
— are brought to bear on the work of making meaning from the mini-series.  The 
experiences of Sally, as pale, delicate and as blonde as Beth, are validated as a suitable 
intertext. 
Another way in which Dingo’s ‘real’ relationship may become involved in interpretations 
of Vince’s romance is in the typical Dingo lack of solemnity.  In the jokes he makes 
about his own personal experience of cross-cultural romance, the way in which this is 
played up as a central ‘issue’ in the program Heartland is somewhat undercut.  While 
Beth and Vince have serious scenes where they try to come to terms with cross-cultural 
existence, Dingo rather states that: ‘Yeh, it’s a mixed marriage — she’s from Tasmania 
and I’m a mainlander’.  In a magazine interview he says: 
Sure, there are times when I wish I was white...A good time would be trying to 
catch a cab at Kings Cross at two in the morning.  Nothing much has changed.  I 
still push my wife Sally (who is white), out on to the road to stop a cab...then I 
slip in behind her71. 
The happy romance that Dingo carries with him as part of his image, ‘always already 
signifying’ successful cultural crossing, is available to those viewers who know of the 
‘real’ Dingo in their interpretation of Heartland. 
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The burden of representativeness 
This article has not set out simply to celebrate the ways in which indigeneity figures in 
the contemporary Australian public sphere. One the problems about Dingo’s image is that 
he, together with Cathy Freeman, comes to carry far too great a burden of 
representativeness in Australia.  As the only indigenous celebrity with such a presence on 
Australian television (Aaron Pedersen has hosted the gameshow Gladiators and currently 
appears on the ABC drama Wildside; Heath Bergerson has been on the soapies Sweat and 
Breakers, but neither has such a consistent profile as Dingo), the danger is always there 
that Dingo comes to represent the only visible and acceptable form of Aboriginality and 
reconciliation. Stephen Muecke in his 1992 book Textual Spaces, ironically uses Dingo 
in a thought experiment to make the point that no single public figure can adequately 
represent all indigenous people: 
Let’s consider some options for Ernie Dingo as he goes to work for a soap opera 
like A Country Practice [a hypothetical example] … Does he come on as a doctor, 
without anyone making a fuss about his race?  Then we are faced with the spectre 
of assimilation.  Does he come on as drunk and unemployed?  Then we are faced 
with the worse image of a (bad) stereotype.  Was the doctor, then a positive image 
because it is a high class job?  If he were a land developed or a bureaucrat, would 
that be a sell-out?72 
The fact that Dingo is the only indigenous celebrity with such a profile must be lamented.  
However, his image remains fascinating and important.  In a political climate in which 
reconciliation is proposed as a potential way forward in dealing with Australian national 
culture, and the place of indigeneity in that culture, the importance of Ernie Dingo must 
be realised – and the possibilities he offers for getting away from the discourses of guilt 
which the Coalition government endlessly brings up, should be acknowledged.  
Heartland is not just ‘worthy’, Dingo is not playing on the senses of guilt and duty, and 
there are other ways being offered to imagine the politics of indigeneity in the 
contemporary Australian mediasphere. 
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